Abstract: During 1995 and 1996
Introduction
The economic downturn of the early 1990s and the election of President Bill Clinton in 1992 created a new era for social policy that was further complicated by the Republican victories in the House of Representatives and the Senate and the election of Republican governors in states such as Michigan who targeted social welfare programs as they sought to balance their budgets and transform their state governments. These events would help to create the impetus for the largest change in the welfare system since it was established as Aid to Dependent Children in the Social Security Act of 1935. What would happen to the Food Stamp Program? Would it become a block granted decentralized example of federalism? How would a program benefiting the poor survive as an activist House of Representatives worked to create large-scale policy change? The story of food stamps during 1995 and 1996 is one not of large-scale change but of the preservation of the status quo. As welfare was reshaped, food stamps would become a last resort safety net, insurance against some of the untested aspects of welfare reform. The Farm Bill reauthorization helped to shield food stamps from the scalpel of ambitious Republican policymakers. These changes cannot be attributed solely to the Democratic president or liberal Democratic members of Congress; Republican members of Congress helped to save and preserve the program. In the aftermath, food stamps would be reframed as a program for the deserving poor, helping it to survive and even thrive in a challenging policy environment.
The 1995 convening of the 104th Congress represented full Republican control of both the House and the Senate for the first time in 40 years. Among the ambitious agenda proposed by the Republican leadership, led by incoming Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich, was a comprehensive reform of the welfare system. After several vetoes, President Bill Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, which surely counts as what Orren and Skowronek would characterize as a "durable shift in authority, " 1 vastly revising the social safety net for low-income Americans. As a result of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, an entitlement was shifted to a block grant program, authority shifted from a federal entitlement program to a program with state autonomy, and access to the program was substantially limited. Conservative social policy reformers and politicians sought similar outcomes for the
